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A natural symphony condenses from the blanket of fog above. As
water collects on the lichen-laden branches of the island oaks and
pines, it falls and supports the unique ecosystem below. Santa Rosa
Island, off the coast of southern California, is one of the few places
in the world where these “cloud forests” can be found. Unfortunate-
ly, in the 1800s, several disturbances—from ranching to resource
exploration—Ileft the island denuded of critical shrubs and grasses.
Without the presence of these foundational species, the land quickly
eroded, which threatened the sensitive cloud forest ecosystem. In
the late 1980s, Channel Islands National Park gained stewardship of
the island and worked tirelessly alongside the US Geological Survey
(USGS), whose science informs management decisions, to eliminate
introduced grazers from the island and restore its landscape. While
much of the island flourished, recovery for the cloud forests remained
stagnant. This is the story of what has happened since the endeavor
began to restore the Great Cloud Forests of Santa Rosa Island.

ALEXANDRIA WARNEKE, author (a.warneke@yahoo.com)
KEITH LOMBARDO, author (keith_lombardo@nps.gov)
MICHAEL READY, photographer (mike@michaelready.com)
Southern California Research Learning Center

1800 Cabrillo Memorial Drive
San Diego, CA 92106
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SEEING THE ISLAND THROUGH THE CLOUDS
Hidden beneath a thick layer of fog, the distinctly rugged coastline of Santa Rosa Island protrudes from a dark and
churning sea. Of the five coastal California islands protected within the boundary of Channel Islands National Park,

the consistent cloud cover over Santa Rosa Island performs a particularly essential role in the functioning of the
island’s ecosystem.
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AN ENTIRE LANDSCAPE FOREVER TRANSFORMED

While the cloud banks still cover the mountains of Santa Rosa Island today, the ecosystem has changed dramatically.
Through the mid-1800s and early 1900s, extensive livestock grazing, military development, and oil exploration
reduced the native vegetation by over 75%. During this period of rapid transformation, only the smallest patches of
native plants, found in the deepest corners of the island, survived. The once mighty island oak stands were reduced
to a small fraction of their previous range, giving way to a desolate and unforgiving landscape.
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HOW FAR WE HAVE COME

Restorations of this magnitude are an immense undertaking and require hundreds of committed individuals and
volunteers contributing to outcomes they may never witness. For years, USGS ecologist Dr. Kathryn McEachern
has led the charge to restore the great cloud forests of Santa Rosa Island. Though the work is ongoing, it is with
the unwavering support of individuals like Dr. McEachern and an incredible community of partners that this
extraordinary ecosystem will once again be enjoyed by future generations.
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